x                                   PREFACE.

This old hill-fort, built of black, cyclopean blocks of
basalt, whose every crevice holds a tiny fern of brightest
green, juts out into the sky, on the very edge of a
precipice, dropping on its western side almost perpendicu-
larly down two thousand feet and more. So there, on
the very verge, between the rank red-yellow jungle growth
that fills the deserted fort within, and the empty space,
below, I lay as it were suspended, like Trishanku, in the
air. And now, it was nearly noon. Great blue, metallic
butterflies lazily floated by me: the jungle sighed and
whispered, just behind me; and an insect, every now and
then, flashed past my ear with a fierce and sudden hum,
that was lost as soon as heard. Far down below, a hawk
was hovering, motionless as in a picture. And every
now and then, a pair of great white vultures, circling
majestically about above the walls against the clear blue
sky, startled me by the rushing roar of their outstretched,
black-edged wings, as they swooped close beside me, one
bright, keen, curious eye fixed on the strange intruder,
who all the while was lying still, drinking in with ear
and eye the menacing and sinister beauty of the wilder-
ness of wild hills that lay, with silence brooding over
them, red and barren and burned and blistered, far as
the eye could see, north, west, and south: throbbing, as
it were, and quivering, like some vast alembic of molten
metal, changing colour in a bluish glare, or one of those
old deserts produced by the "enchantment" of some
African magician in the old Arabian Nights of childhood,
the only true Arabian Nights, that tell of lands no man
knows where, beyond strange yellow seas.
And as I lay, sharing with the vultures the vast distance